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PRELIMINARY FINDINGS OF THE 1954
SURVEY OF CONSUMER FINANCES
This article presents preliminary findings
of the Ninth Annual Survey of Consumer
Finances.
1 These Surveys are conducted by
the Board of Governors of the Federal Re-
serve System in cooperation with the Survey
Research Center of the University of Michi-
gan for the purpose of obtaining information
on consumer financial positions, consumer
views about their economic prospects, and
some indications of consumer plans for pur-
chasing durable goods and houses. The Sur-
veys are based on field interviews in January
and February of each year and cover a rep-
resentative sample of the consumer popula-
tion.
In interpreting Survey findings, it is essen-
tial to keep in mind that there is no necessary
relationship between consumer plans at the
beginning of the year and consumer buying
behavior during the year. Consumer be-
havior is influenced by a variety of factors,
some of a transient nature and some of a
longer run nature. Although the sample is
selected on the basis of established scientific
principles, the results obtained are subject to
sampling and response variation.
2 For these
reasons, the Board continues to emphasize the
experimental nature of this method of eco-
1 These preliminary findings are based on simplified tabu-
lations of approximately 2,800 interviews taken in January
and February 1954 in 66 sampling areas throughout the
country, including the 12 largest metropolitan areas. An
additional 200 interviews as well as an allowance for dif-
ferential response rates in the various strata of the sample will
be included in the figures that will be published in later
articles in this series in the Federal Reserve BULLETIN. It
is believed that results derived from final figures will not
differ substantially from present indications. The later
BULLETIN articles will contain information about past pur-
chases and financing of durable goods and housing, and dis-
tributions of income, liquid assets, and contractual commit-
ments.
sSee "Technical Note on the Sampling Limitations of the
Survey," Federal Reserve BULLETIN, July 1952, pp. 749-50.
nomic research. Considerable further testing
of results is needed, especially in view of
limited experience in periods of receding
general economic activity.
Preliminary findings of the 1954 Survey
show that increases in income were frequent
in 1953 at all income levels but not as fre-
quent as in 1952. Liquid asset holdings also
increased and were again shown to be widely
distributed. A majority of those expressing
an opinion felt that economic prospects for
the country for this year were generally good
but a sizable number felt that prospects were
unfavorable. Consumers generally expected
prices either to remain stable or to decline
during the year. The Survey findings as a
whole leave the impression that consumers
were somewhat less confident about their
personal financial prospects than they were
a year ago.
Reflecting the economic climate early in
the year as well as their own financial posi-
tions, consumers less frequently reported
plans to purchase new houses, cars, and other
durable goods than a year ago. Plans of
nonfarm consumers to make expenditures
for home improvements and maintenance ap-
peared to be a little more numerous than last
year but the average amount of planned ex-
penditure was a little smaller.
Consumer attitudes as to whether it was a
good or a bad time to buy durable goods
showed little change from a year ago. There
appeared to be some tendency for consumers
to time their plans to buy more heavily in
the latter part of the year than was the case
a year ago. This tendency may indicate that
consumer buying interest will be more active
later in the year, or it may indicate that con-
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sumer plans are more tentative than in other
recent years.
About two-fifths of the nonfarm consumers
reported receiving more income while about
one-fourth reported receiving less. The pro-
portion reporting more income was smaller
than in early 1953 and the proportion re-
ceiving less was larger. Both proportions
were about the same as in early 1948 and
early 1949 and were more favorable than in
early 1950, when unemployment was at a
postwar high. In evaluating their current
financial positions, a slightly larger percent-
age of consumers felt worse off and a slightly
smaller percentage felt better off than a year
ago. The proportion feeling better off was
nevertheless larger than in earlier Survey
years, probably reflecting the widespread in-
creases in income and the general stability of
consumer prices last year.
With regard to personal financial prospects,
the proportion of nonf arm consumers expect-
ing to be making more at the end of the
year was a little smaller in early 1954 than in
early 1953, but about the same as in each of
the three years preceding the Korean out-
break. About one-seventh expected income
declines during 1954; a year ago only one-
tenth of such consumers expected their in-
comes to decline during the year.
Liquid asset holdings were widely dis-
tributed among income classes. The pro-
portion in each income group reporting some
liquid assets was similar to that in other re-
cent years. The proportion of consumers
who reported owning more than $500 of
liquid assets in early 1954 was larger than
that shown by any Survey in several years.
With respect to prices, more than a third
of the consumers interviewed in early 1954
expected declines during the year. This pro-
portion was somewhat larger than in early
1953 and was very much larger than in early
1952 or early 1951, when very few consumers
expected prices to fall, but it was considerably
smaller than in early 1949. Only a sixth of
the consumers interviewed early this year ex-
pected price increases, about tlie same propor-
tion as a year ago and in early 1950, but a
larger proportion than in early 1949.
Between last year and this year, there was
no over-all change in the proportions of con-
sumers who thought that it was a good or
a bad time to make major durable goods pur-
chases. Reasons expressed for their views had
changed considerably, however. The most
frequent reasons given this year for believing
this is a good time to buy are that prices are
lower, stable, or "not too high." A year
earlier, the most frequent reason given was
good incomes. The feeling that "prices are
too high" continued to be the most frequent
reason for believing it to be an unfavorable
time for major purchases, although fewer
consumers expressed such a view this year.
More people gave such reasons as "prices will
be lower" or "people can't afford to buy" as
explanations for saying this was a bad time to
buy durable goods.
The proportion of consumers planning to
buy new automobiles within the year was
smaller in early 1954 than in early 1953 or
early 1950 but larger than in early 1952 or
early 1951. There was no change from last
year in the proportion planning to buy used
cars but prices consumers expected to pay for
them were lower. There also appeared to be
some tendency on the part of those planning
to buy new cars in 1954 to defer their pur-
chases until the latter part of the year. It
may be worthy of note that plans to buy new
and used cars in 1954 and 1955 combined
were as frequent in early 1954 as a year ago
for the comparable two-year period.
Plans to buy furniture and major house-
hold appliances were less numerous early this
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year than in early 1953 but changes were not
uniform for all items covered by the Survey.
Intentions to purchase refrigerators and tele-
vision sets appeared to be considerably fewer
than in 1953 wliile plans to buy washing ma-
chines appeared to be well maintained. For
household durable goods as a whole, the
frequency of plans to purchase one or more
durable items was smaller than in early 1953
but greater than in early 1952.
Fewer consumers planned to buy new and
existing nonfarm homes in 1954 than in 1953
but about the same number as in 1952. As in
the case of automobiles, if plans for house
purchases in 1955 are added to those for
1954, the total is about equal to comparable
two-year plans as of early 1953 and early 1952.
It should be noted that the number of poten-
tial home buyers interviewed in a sample of
this size is necessarily very small and that
too much significance should not be attrib-
uted to minor changes in the proportion plan-
ning to buy. For example, although the
proportion of consumers reporting plans to
buy homes in 1951, 1952, and 1953 varied
somewhat, the volume of homebuilding was
about the same in all three years.
As in several other years, the 1954 Survey
of Consumer Finances inquired into invest-
ment preferences of consumers with incomes
of $3,000 or more in the preceding year.
Each of these consumers was asked the wisest
thing to do with money not needed for ex-
penses, whether to put it in a savings account,
to buy Government savings bonds, to invest
in real estate, or to buy common stock. An-
swers obtained suggest that the shift in pref-
erence toward risk type assets that had gone
on from early 1949 to early 1952 was reversed
during 1953. Both Government savings
bonds and savings accounts were more popu-
lar at the beginning of 1954 than a year
earlier among all income groups asked this
question. This was the first rise in consumer
preference for savings bonds reported in these
postwar Surveys. Some decline in preference
for both types of risk assets (real estate and
common stock) appears to have taken place
during 1953, but it was much greater for real
estate than for common stock.
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Past change in income rate
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Making more than a
year ago
No change


































Evaluation of own financial situation
Better off than a year
ago
No change













































































































































Expected change in income
 4
Making more a year
from now
No change
Making less a year
from now






































Evaluation of durable goods markets
Good time to buy
Pro or con, uncertain. .
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